Impact of Information Searching Technologies on Medicine  by Chou, Yi-Hong
107©Elsevier & CTSUM. All rights reserved. J Med Ultrasound 2005 • Vol 13 • No 3
E D I T O R I A L
Search engines are a truly impressive feat of modern technology. Instead of having to spend hours or days
searching for information in a library, you can have all the information you are looking for at your finger-
tips in a matter of seconds. As Dean Giustini recently pointed out in a letter in the BMJ, librarians are now
asking themselves some difficult questions: With all of the freely available digital information and informa-
tion searching technology, what will happen to medical libraries [1–3]?
Open access publishing has gained strong support internationally in a variety of fields, including science
and medicine. A number of customization tools for desktops have been introduced by digital information
providers, such as Google, MSN Search, and Yahoo. Among these, Google has a powerful influence in the
search field, with its mission “To organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and
useful”. This has had a strong impact on physical libraries and has provoked strong anxiety among tradi-
tional librarians who have a similar mission [4,5].
For the time being, Google has won the battle of the search engines, and Google Scholar made the
year 2005 a remarkable one with regard to the global information landscape. Google Scholar is devoted
to all forms of academic research, including medicine, psychology, economics, etc. The resources of
Google Scholar are of an assured quality. Many medical students, residents, and clinicians prefer to consult
Google Scholar as it searches peer-reviewed research and is especially quick in locating highly cited items
and in browsing the advanced search page to find words and names that occur often in the medical
literature [6]. Many other websites are also marching towards this goal, including WebMD (http://
www.webmd.com/), BMJlearning (http://www.bmjlearning.com/), Grokker (http://www. grokker.com/),
and ClusterMed (http://www.clustermed.info/); some are better as literature search tools and others as
graphical search tools.
These search engines help users to easily navigate the extensive inventory of medical research articles
by organizing the research results into categories. We are limited only by the phrasing of our search query
and the speed of our internet connection. Although search engines such as Google are very powerful, they
are not omnipotent. If you are not specific enough with regard to the information you are looking for, too
much information can be collected to bewilder you. Say you wanted to search for mutations in BRCA1, a
gene that is closely linked to breast cancer; you would receive 101,000 hits if you simply typed in the
phrase “BRCA mutation”. Therefore, you need to know the proper phrasing technique and proper punc-
tuation, and appropriate use of “and” and “or”. Apparently, Google’s data mining techniques can be well
suited to analyzing gene sequences in the human genome project; it may even be possible for patients to
Google their own gene one day [7].
In a recent letter in the New England Journal of Medicine, a New York consultant rheumatologist
describes a surprising scene: a presenting fellow at rounds was asked to explain how he had arrived at his
apparently correct diagnosis. The answer was simple: “I entered the salient features into Google, and the
diagnosis popped right up” [8]. This incident reminds me of when computer-assisted tomography (CAT)
technology was first introduced in Taiwan in the 1970s, when we sat in front of the CAT screen to wait for
the diagnosis to “pop right up” from the CAT images, instead of deducing the diagnosis from a bunch of
signs gathered from a variety of neurologic tests. With the rapid development of open access publishing
and ever more sophisticated search engines, more and more publishers are likely to provide a reliable
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gateway to link to local library catalogues, possibly through an international database such as Worldcat 
[5]. Physicians are facing a rapidly changing world under the strong impact of information searching
technologies.
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